Interview by Tony Crawley 


A planned the movie to adhere to the 

| logic of dreams. Trouble is, | had to 
show it to people while they were 
awake.” 

Paul Schrader, bloody but unbowed, is 
discussing Cat People probably the messiest 
of re-makes, re-visions, re-versions, or 
inversions or indeed of any of out genre 
output last hectic year. 

He came to the Deauville festival looking a 
completely new Schradrer. I'd seen all the 
photos, but this was far from the guy | last 
encountered at Cannes about three years 
ago. that was just before American Gigolo, 
before Travolta quit and Richard Gere took 
over — “the best thing chat ever happened to 
the film,” said the director. 

Well, Giorgio Armani sure did a lot more 
than merely dress up Richard Gere. The Milan 
clothes designer obviously took the bulky 
Schrader in hand and completly refitted his 
life style. From the exterior, at least. His hair is 
coiffeured rather than cut. His moustache is 
gone. He's less plump, has trendier specs, 
fashionable duds. In film critic terms, he’s 
looking more like Rex Reed than say, lan 
Christie. He's middle-ege chic now. Alas, so is 
his film. 

And on the muddlesome basis of Cat 
-People, \'m still not sure if he can direct a 
movie. Or as the Paris critic David Overby put 
it, “tell a story with film”. He can write ‘em for 
Martin Scorsese to improve upon. A script, 
after all, is really only a movie's blueprint or 
launching pad. A lot can happen once the 
director presses the button at the countdown. 
That's when Scorsese is in charge. That's 
when Schrader seems at a loss to control the 
flight of his continuing Calvinist tracts. 

He's putting his pain, his problems - belief 
vs disbelief — on screen. | admire the man for 
that. Just the same, after B/ue Collar, The 
Hardcore Life, American Gigolo and now Cat 
People, | feel l've had just about enough of the 
Schrader angst and troubled conscience ... 
about sex, in particular. 

If the Armanied Schrader had come back to 
France expecting his praises sung loud and 
clear by European critics, he was in fora 
surprise. They liked the film well enough — 
there is such a hot 'n' heavy love affair going 
on between Euro-critics and Nastassia Kinski 
(one of their own, y'see) that not even Paul 
Schrader at his most ambiguous can screw it 
up. 
But the group of critics | met him with didn't 
seem to appreciate why this one-time critic 
said his Hollywood work was always 
influenced by Euro-movies. They just 
couldn't detect such touches - anywhere. 

“Well, they're there all right,” he said 
adamantly and a mite testily. (If Europeans 
didn't seem them, who else could?) ‘The 
whole ending of American Gigolo is stolen, 
intact, from Bresson's Pickpocket (1959)"’ 
Well, so is some of Jerzy Skolimowski's 
Moonlighting, but there it’s noticeable. 
Maybe it takes a European to use Euro- 
influences best. 

“There's a lot of little hints in Cat People 
too,” Schrader went on. He paused as if 
someone would agree with him and mention 
one or two. No one did. “Little Cocteau 
touches...” he promted. Still no takers. “I'd 
rather not go into them if you can’t see them. 
But don’t think | don’t use my influences. 
They're there. You just didn't notice.” 

So there. One ex-critic ticking off foreign 
colleagues. And he was to do it again... 

| wasn’t alone in wondering why the great 
socio-religiso scripter had bothered to re- 
make a mini or B classic film, anyway. 
Particularly as he hadn't written it, himself, 
like all his other films, didn’t care that much 


for the original or indeed for the special- 
effects side of it, either. 

If was offered to me by Universal,” he said. 
As if that was reason enough. Actually, he 
asked his agent to see what else was around 
and then showed a lot of interest in 
Universal's re-make plans. 

But wait, he’s lisping some more. “| was 
trying to write a script, Born in the U.S.A.. It's 
semi-autobiographical. It so appealed to me. 
To do a film | didn't write, a big Hollywood 
film, a special effects film, a film that was 
about a woman, and a film that was not very 
realistic — it seemed to be very liberating to try 
and do something I'd never done before.” 
And was it? 

Oh yes. 

How much re-writing of Alan Ormsby's script 
did you do? 

Well, of course, | had a hand inthe script. That 
falls under the credit of ‘A film by ...' When 
you have that credit, you can assume that the 
director has had a hand in the 
cinematography, casting, editing and the 
writing, without necessarily having a credit 
for the writing. | see that as being a film- 
maker, rather than just being a director. 

You mentioned editing — yet the film seems 
interminably long. At the same time it also 
jumps oddly in places. There appears to have 
been almost savage cuts in the narrative at 
times. 

Yes, | made cuts. The film may seem long but 
itis under two hours. If it seems longer, that is 
a relevant judgement. Certainly, it’s within 
the conventional time of screen length. The 
main cuts were in places where | chose not to 
write or direct scenes... because | knew | 
would cut them anyway. So | just did as they 
say in movies, cut and kiss... Er, that is, kiss 
and cut. 

The whole sequence of the cops finding 
Malcolm McDowall's lair is surprising fast. 
Too fast. Too sudden. 

(Deep sigh). | learned a long while back that 
an audience would much rather be confused 
than bored. 

Maybe so... But you give such an inordinate 
amount of time to a daffy prologue and then 
cut faster, later, where, surely, it mattered. 
Look, people do not become cats. | mean, that 
whole idea is ludicrous to me. The prolugue is 
to give people a good time. It’s a lot of hooey 
in a way. I'm willing to accept that Alan 
Orsmby's screenplay is probably not as 
correct as it could be - in my judgment. On 
the other hand, it is true that the film, as | say, 
is not logical. The more you try to explain that 
metamorphosis, the deeper shit you get into. 
Sometimes the logic of dreams does not 
appeal to people when they're awake. That's 
the basic kinda fun in making this kinda film. 
And exactly why it doesn't work - compared 
to the original. How do you view Jacques 
Tourneur's original Cat People (1942)? 

| liked the original. | didn't think it was as 
original as all that. Let's just say | liked 
Tourneur's version... | had no feeling that 
there would be conflict between what he had 
done and what | wanted to do. Even though 
his film was very good, | didn't feel he was 
one of the grand poets in film history. To try 
and compare them, only serves to 
demonstrate the critic's knowledge of the 
cinema. 

Touché! You used Blondie on the American 
Gigolo soundtrack, now you used David 
Bowie - and Dolby sound. Were they your 
suggestions? And while raising music, 
what's happened to your Hank Williams 
project? 

Music and film don't run parallel anymore. 
They've become one... Yes, I’ve written a 
script about the life of Hank Williams but the 
rights problem, to his life and his music, are 
just too difficult Insurmountable. And yes, of 


course, | pressured the studio to go Dolby. | 
wanted to use that back-speaker, the one 
behind your head - to scare the audience. 

“It might have been better to have used the 
screen — that's all Val Lewton and Jacques 
Tourneur needed,” ! thought as | quit the sit- 
in, far from satisfied with any of the director's 
lacklustre comments on his (similar) film. 


Then, | was drewn back when a strident 
American female voice spun out ofthe crowd 
and posed, perhaps, the most crucial 
question for Paul Schrader. What 
responsibility, if any, did he feel he had, 
following the effect of his Taxi Driver (1976) 
script upon a certain John Hinckley, Jnr, 
Reagan's would-be assassin? 

After some stammering, for once he 
answered concisely and honestly. “As cruel 
as it is to Say it, there is a certain risk you run 
doing everything, and much as you like to 
prevent this kind of social issue, it’s part of the 
overall price paid for free artistic expression. 

“At the same time as the Reagan 
assassination attempt, Mark Chapman shot 
John Lennon. And Chapman was obsessed 
with the book, Catcher in the Rye. Both of 
these cases received a lot of notoriety in 
America, primarily because they were white 
boys who had identified with famous works 
of art and tried to kill famous people. The 
same crime, | think, occurs in every country — 
it just doens't get as much attention. 

“That's the risk we pay with an open 
society. | don't think thee are acceptable 
alternatives in a free society. Censorship for 
example, is a very dangerous game and it's 
not going to do the job. 

“A film or a book does not create a 
psychopath — the psychopath will just find 
something else to connect after such 
censorship of books and films. So you will 
still have the psychopath, but you will not 
have art.” 

He paused, then asif living up to British 
critic Neil Sinyard’s description of him as a 
junk-food Dostoevsky,” he underlined the 
statement. “You will still have Raskolnikov, 
but you won't have Crime and Punishment. "0 


